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"It shall be the effort of my life to shed honor on your diploma"-
thus spoke Elizabeth Blackwell as she accepted her diploma and became
the firstwoman to be granted the degree Doctor of Medicine by a recog-
nized school of medicine.t She had registered as student number 130
in the Medical Department of Geneva University on 30 November,
1847.: Thus, a century has passed during which women have become a
familiar sight in medical schools and in all phases of the medical pro-
fession. It is felt at this time that a review of the life of this first woman
doctor is appropriate.
As one reflects on the period of history during which Dr. Blackwell
lived, both the social and medical history assume great importance in
the background of our present civilization. Of social significance were
the suffragette movement, the emancipation of slaves following the
war between the states, the great expansion of our country to its most
western frontiers, and the industrial revolution brought about by the
inventions of the steamboat, the telephone, the electric light bulb, and
the automobile. Of medical significance were the discovery of ether
anesthesia, smallpox vaccination, the fundamental studies of pathology
by Rokitansky and Virchow, Beaumont's classical works in physiology,
the writings of Oliver Wendell Holmes, Claude Bernard, Parkinson,
Basedow, and Hodgkin, and the work of Louis Pasteur which marks
This paper is based upon material originally presented before the Nathan Smith
Club at Yale University School of Medicine, New Haven, Connecticut, on 11 August, 1944.
t Baker, Rachel: The First Woman Doctor. J. Messner, Inc., New York, 1944, p. 130.
This biography is the most recent one published and is designed for the lay reader. How-
ever, it gains authenticity through the assistance given the author by Dr. Blackwell's niece,
Alice Stone Blackwell, and by the records of the New York Infirmary for Women and
Children, and of the New York Academy of Medicine.
: This registration is entered in the Circulars of the Medical Institution of Geneva
College. These Annulars and Circulars which announced the courses and listed the faculty
and students, and graduates, are now few in number. One of the best collections of these
circulars is that at the library of Hobart College, Geneva, New York. In his address at the
Centenary Celebration of the College of Medicine at Syracuse University on 4 June, 1934,
("The Pioneer Medical Schools of Central New York," pp. 27-29) Harvey Cushing
pointed out that an indication of the rise and decline of this medical school may be
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the beginning of our present-day scientific medicine. These, and many
other events of great significance, occurred during the life of Elizabeth
Blackwell and, as one delves into the details of her life, one is increas-
ingly amazed by the role that she played, and by the intimacy of her
contact with many of these important events and with the people who
wereresponsible forthem.
Women have now earned their place in the profession. Let us there-
foreconsider thewomanwho sopioneered thatwomen are now accepted
in medicine solely with regard to ability. This is but one phase of the
great social movement which achieved equal rights for women, and it
is an interesting story, particularly as it applies to Elizabeth Blackwell.
Elizabeth Blackwell was born in Bristol, England, on 3 February,
1821. She was born into a heritage of family spirit and ideals that
probably had more to do with her subsequent career than did any other
factor. This remarkable family consisted of the parents, the children
Anna, Marion, Emily, Elizabeth, Samuel, Henry, and Howard, and four
maiden aunts. Elizabeth's father, Samuel Blackwell, was the moving
spiritofthe family. In addition tooperating a successful sugar refinery in
Bristol, he was active in all sorts of reforms and movements, attending
lectures and meetings. His desk was always piled high with tracts,
pamphlets, and resolutions which he enthusiastically read and absorbed.
His activities and interests included consideration of the low wages and
poorworkingconditions ofthe mill workers, the anti-slavery movement,
the stern Independent Church which had a faith much like that of the
Quakers, and any reform or reformist that happened to gain his at-
tention.
A strongman with thecourage of his convictions, Samuel Blackwell
once faced alone a mob of rioting, dissatisfied working men that had
already burned the town hall and other civic buildings. They were about
to burn a church with which he had no connection when he dissuaded
them from further violence through the eloquence and forcefulness of
his speaking. This also manifested itself in the home where all the
children, boys and girls alike, received the same education,* contrary
to the practice of that time of training girls only in a few of the fine
arts and domestic sciences. "All human beings are equal. Black and
In regard to the queries of the townspeople as to what would be the outcome of
this education, he would say, "They shall do as they please. What difference does it make
if Elizabeth is a girl?"
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white; rich andpoor; men and women; even children have their rights."
-This was his philosophy.
In this family atmosphere Elizabeth Blackwell enjoyed a happy
childhood. Theteachings ofher father, together with the companionship
of her sisters and brothers, encouraged a lively interest in all sorts of
things. Religious training was begun early. There was a "Black Book"
in which infractions were recorded, and penalties were dealt out ac-
cordingly. As a child she was very eager and was always looking for
something to test her strength. Whatever she did was marked by a
great determination to do well.
In 1832 the sugar refinery burned down and the decision to migrate
to America was made. They left in May of that year and traveled at a
time when a cholera epidemic was ravaging both London and New
York. Although several passengers died in passage, the whole Blackwell
family arrived intact. They first settled in New York, but later moved
to New Jersey and several other nearby localities in an attempt to find
a better and less expensive home, since Mr. Blackwell's sugar refinery
business did not prosper. In as much as they were unable to afford a
governess for the younger children, Elizabeth and her older sisters
took over this task.
Mr. Blackwell continued to be very active in reform movements, in
the anti-slavery movement in particular.* He became a fast friend of
William Lloyd Garrison, who was a frequent visitor in the Blackwell
home andusedto entertainthechildren byreading them Russianpoetry.
Through his influence, Mr. Blackwell wrote a volume entitled "Anti-
Slavery Rhymes." He became active in the Anti-Slavery Society and re-
turned home one evening with his clothes torn after a mob had broken
upthemeeting. Atanothertime hesheltered awholefamilyoffugitives.
Rev. Samuel H. Cox, a well-known Presbyterian clergyman, had re-
marked from his pulpit that the Lord Jesus belonged to a race of darker
skin than ours. Immediately the rumor spread that he had called Jesus
Christ a Negro and they set out to lynch him. Mr. Blackwell sheltered
the Rev. Cox and his family for almost a month until they were able to
proceed safely.
In 1838 the family moved to Cincinnati, Ohio, their resources
having been lost as a result of the bank panic of 1837. Soon after this,
As an aside to the student of human nature, the following is of interest: The
Blackwell family had voluntarily given up the use of sugar because it was a slave product.
However, the fact that they considered sugar a slave product did not prevent them from
gaining their livelihood by refining sugar.
3YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE
Mr. Blackwell died, and, in order to earn money and support the family,
thethree older sistersopened adayschool forgirls. Thus Elizabeth began
a teaching career which was never to be particularly congenial. How-
ever, she was the one that contacted the townspeople to solicit students,
and thus she initiated herself in the art of salesmanship which she
enjoyed very much and which was to be of such value to her later on.
In Ohio the Blackwell family met new people who were also one
day to become famous as pioneers. Their minister, Dr. Channing (a
nephew of the famous Dr. Channing of Boston), introduced them to
theBeecher familywhich included Dr. Lyman Beecher, a famed minister
who founded Lane Theological Seminary, and his sister Harriet Beecher
Stowe. At that time Harriet Beecher Stowe was only a beginning writer,
but she did impress Elizabeth Blackwell with her ideas that were then
taking form.
Elizabeth Blackwell continued to teach; it was necessary for her
to earn money to aid in the support of the family. It also gave her
something to do at a time when she had not yet fixed on any particular
aim in life, and she was well-trained to teach. She continued her work
with the same characteristic zeal and ambition that had marked her
childhood, being very determined about her work as well as disciplining
herself very strictly. During this period medicine as a career had not yet
suggested itself to her, and it did not take form until 1845 when she
returned from Kentucky where she had gone in 1844 to teach. This is
probably best told in her own words.*
It was at this time that the suggestion of studying medicine was first pre-
sented to me by a lady friend. This friend finally died of a painful disease,
the delicate nature of which made the methods of treatment a constant suffering
to her. She once said to me: "You are fond of study, have health and leisure;
why not study medicine? If I could have been treated by a lady doctor, my worst
sufferings would have been spared me." But I at once repudiated the suggestion
as an impossible one, saying that I hated everything connected with the body,
and could not bear the sight of a medical book.
This was so true, that I had always been foolishly ashamed of any form of
illness. When attacked many years before by intermittent fever, I desperately
*.Blackwell, Elizabeth: Pioneer Work for Women. E. P. Dutton & Co., New York,
1914 (Everyman's Library, Edited by Ernest Rhys), pp. 21-22. This work by Dr. Blackwell
is a partial autobiography and accordingly is of great interest. A list of Dr. Blackwell's
chief works is to be found in the introduction, and much information of a biographical
nature is contained in the supplementary chapter by Robert Cochrane (pp. 205-227)
and in the Appendix (pp. 229-236).
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tried to walk off the deadly chill; and when unable to do so, shut myself up
alone in a dark room till the stage of fever was over, with a feeling that such
subjection to disease was contemptible. As a schoolgirl I had tried to harden
the body by sleeping on the floor at night, and even passing a couple of days
without food, with the foolish notion of thus subduing one's physical nature.
I had been horrified also during my schooldays by seeing a bullock's eye resting
on its cushion of rather bloody fat, by means of which one of the professors
wished to interest his class in the wonderful structure of the eye. Physiology, thus
taught, became extremely distasteful to me. My favourite studies were history and
metaphysics, and the very thought of dwelling on the physical structure of the
body and its various ailments, filled me with disgust.
So I resolutely tried for weeks to put the idea suggested by my friend away;
but it constantly recurred to me.
Other circumstances forced upon me the necessity of devoting myself to
some absorbing occupation. I became impatient of the disturbing influence ex-
ercised by the other sex. I had always been extremely susceptible to this influence.
I never remember the time from my first adoration, at seven years old, of a litde
boy with rosy cheeks and flaxen curls when I had not suffered more or less from
the common malady -falling in love. But whenever I became sufficiently
intimate with any individual to be able to realize what a life association might
mean, I shrank from the prospect, disappointed or repelled.
Thus Elizabeth Blackwell was to start towards her goal. Several
physicians, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and the others consulted were
singular in their response to this idea of her becoming a physician. All
unanimously agreed that the idea was an excellent one, but impossible.
Dr. Abraham Cox, who had been the family physician in the East, did
supplyherwith the necessaryinformation as to schools, fees, and courses,
but he gave her no encouragement. Only one person, Mr. Perkins, a
businessman who admitted to frustrated ambitions of becoming a physi-
cian, encouraged her; this was enough. She was peculiar in that this
opposition only made her more determined to become a physician, al-
though everywhere she was to meet obstacles and discouragement. The
idea of a lady physician was not in good taste at that time. There hap-
pened to be a certain Madame Restell, a flourishing abortionist with a
country-wide reputation; To Madame Restell and her kind, the term
"female physician" was exclusively applied.
Undismayed, she set about her plans by first taking a teaching posi-
tion in Asheville, North Carolina. Teaching daytimes, she was able to
study nights, receiving instruction in Physics, Chemistry, and the theory
of Anatomy from the Principal, Rev. John Dickson who had been a
physician at one time. The next year was spent in Charleston where she
taught in a day school and studied with Dr. Samuel Dickson, a well-
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known physician and thebrotherofthe Rev. John Dickson. Dr. Dickson,
professor in a local medical school, instructed her as was the custom in
preparation for medical school, admiring her spirit, determination, and
abilty.
In answer to her question as to the best place to study, Dr. Dickson
recommended Philadelphia as the "Paris of America." She wrote to
the Rev. John Warrington, a Quaker physician, who at that time was
undertaking the training of young ladies in nursing. She was disap-
pointed in his reply which, although he admired her determination and
interest, advised her to enter nursing. She wrote back that she did not
agree with him and that she was coming to Philadelphia to enter
medical school.
Arriving in Philadelphia in 1847, she lived with the family of Dr.
William Elder. While there she studied Anatomy with Dr. Joseph M.
Allen who operated a tutorial school for medical students needing a re-
view of the subject. She also became well-acquainted with the Rev.
Warrington and often went to consult with him. She was unsuccessful
ingainingadmission to thefour schools in Philadelphia, even though she
went through the process of interviewing all the professors in the hope
that she could persuade one of them to act as her champion at the
faculty meetings which would rule on her application. At one meeting
with Dr. Warrington he was aroused by her persistent eagerness and
burstoutwith: "Doctors are knocking their heads against each other for
lack of business. One cups, one blisters, and the third gives calomel.
Between them, there are not enough patients to go around, nor enough,
new, fashionable and utterly notorious treatments with which to in-
veigle them. From their point of view the profession has small need
of women physicians to add to their woes."
Dr. Warrington even advised her to go to Paris and enter school
theredisguised as aman, but shewas determined to go to medical school
as a woman. Elizabeth Blackwell persisted. She applied and was refused
at seventeen medical schools including Harvard, Bowdoin, Yale, Wood-
stock, the College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York, and New
York University. In desperation she applied to several of the smaller
schools and with time all of these returned notices of non-acceptance,
except one.
Geneva, the "Gateway to the Genesee Country" was founded in 1788 and by 1822
was larger than Rochester, having over 1700 inhabitants, 250 dwellings, two printing
presses, a bank, a land office, and so forth. It was in 1822 that Geneva College was
established, receiving its permanent charter from the state in 1824 although Geneva
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How did it happen then that this college, unlike all the others,
accepted the first woman medical student? In the tribute to the Drs.
Blackwell in 1911,* Dr. Stephen Smith, who attended the same sessions
as did Elizabeth Blackwell, told of the interesting story behind this
notable event. I quote his remarks here because they explain this and
also because they give an excellent description of the school, the faculty,
and the students at that time.
Its faculty was largely constituted of reputable practitioners from the cities,
and at the session alluded to, Prof. Frank H. Hamilton and Prof. Austin Flint of
Buffalo gave . . . lectures.
Being located in the country, the class of students was largely made up of the
sons of farmers, tradesmen, and mechanics. A common saying among the people
of that vicinity was, that a boy who proved to be unfit for anything else must
become a doctor. And the "royal road" to a medical degree was made remarkably
easy at that time. The full term of study was three years and the fee was reduced
to a minimum.
Under these circumstances the class contained a large element of rude and
uncouth country youths whose love of "fun" far exceeded their love of learning.
During the interval of lectures every form of athletic sport might be witnessed
with occasional "fisticuff" exercises which elicited ear-splitting shouts of the
spectators. Nor did the excitement cease with the commencement of the lecture,
but often continued through it to the great annoyance of those students who were
Academy, its predecessor, apparently had been in operation before 1800, the change being
made when Bishop Hobart was able to raise sufficient funds to meet the charter require-
ments. The college was renamed Hobart College in 1852 in his honor.
Being centrally located, the college served a real need for the people of that area,
and it has continued in that capacity. In 1835 this young institution extended its services
still farther and announced the opening of the Medical Institution of Geneva College;
this was the school that Elizabeth Blackwell attended. The medical college continued its
work until 1872 when it was transferred to Syracuse and is now the oldest division of
the University of Syracuse.
A sketch of the history of Geneva College, now Hobart College, is contained in
Hobart, the Story of a Hundred Years by Milton Haight Turk (published by Hobart
College at the Press of W. F. Humphrey, Geneva, N. Y., in 1921). Further details about
Geneva College are contained in the address by Harvey Cushing, "The Pioneer Medical
Schools of Central New York" at the Centenary Celebration of the College of Medicine
at Syracuse University on 4 June, 1934.
* Smith, Stephen: "In Memory of Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell and Dr. Emily Blackwell,"
Academy of Medicine, New York, 25 January, 1911, pp. 3-7. Dr. Smith was one of the
speakers on the program of the New York Academy of Medicine that honored the
Drs. Blackwell. The other speakers were Miss Alice Stone Blackwell, Mrs. Henry Villiard,
Dr. William H. Welch, Dr. Abraham Jacobi, and Dr. Gertrude B. Kelly, and their remarks
on this occasion are given in the reference cited. That tribute should be given to the
Drs. Blackwell by such distinguished personages is in itself a tribute to the accomplishments
and stature of these pioneers.
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attentive and studious. The rowdyism of the class may be realized when it is
stated that the residents in the vicinity endeavored to have the college declared
and treated as a public nuisance.
One morning early in the session, the Dean of the Faculty, an elderly,
courtly, nervous gentleman, entered the classroom with a letter in his hand. He
stated, with trembling voice, that the Faculty had received a very important
communication from an eminent phvsician of Philadelphia,* and he had been
requested to lay the letter before the class and ask its serious and thoughtful
consideration of the request which the writer made.
A profound silence fell upon the class-room as he proceeded. The writer
stated that he had a lady medical student who had attended a course of lectures
in a college in Cincinnati; that he wished to have her attend one of the eastern
city colleges and graduate, but that everyone had refused her admittance; that
he thought that a country college like Geneva might not object to her entrance;
that if refused admission, she would be compelled to go to Edinburgh, Scotland
to graduate. The Dean remarked that the request was so unusual, and so vitally
interested the members of the class, that the Faculty decided to submit the
question of admission of a woman student to its judgement, and had determined
that, if there was one negative vote, the faculty would deny the request.
It was subsequently learned that the Faculty was unanimously opposed to
the admission of a woman to the class, but did not care to take the responsibility
of opposing the request of the eminent Philadelphia physician. Believing that
the class would quite unanimously reject the proposal, the Faculty determined
to place their denial upon the action of the students. To make the action of the
class certainly negative they decided that a single vote against the request would
enable the Faculty to refuse admission.
But the Faculty did not understand the tone and temper of the class. For
a minute or two, after the departure of the Dean, there was a pause, then the
ludicrousness of the situation seemed to seize the entire class, and a perfect babble
of talk, laughter, and cat-calls followed. Congratulations upon the new source of
excitement were everywhere heard, and a demand was made for a class meeting to
take action on the Faculty's communication.
A meeting was accordingly called for the evening, and a more uproarious
scene can scarcely be imagined. Fulsome speeches were made in favor of ad-
mitting women to all the rights and privileges of the profession, which were
cheered to the echo. At length the question was put to vote, and the whole class
arose and voted "Aye" with waving of handkerchiefs, throwing up hats, and
all manner of vocal demonstrations.
When the tumult had subsided, the chairman called for the negative votes,
in a perfectly perfunctory way, when a faint "Nay" was heard in a remote corner
of the room. At the instant, the class arose as one man and rushed to the corner
from which the voice proceeded. Amid screams of "cuff him," "crack his skull,"
"throw him down stairs," a young man was dragged to the platform screaming,
"Aye, aye! I vote 'aye'." A unanimous vote in favor of the woman student had
thus been obtained by the class, and the Faculty was notified of the result.
Dr. Smith here had reference to the Rev. John Warrington, the distinguished
Quaker physician with whom Elizabeth Blackwell frequently consulted.
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Arriving in Geneva, Elizabeth had difficulty finding a place to
room, but she was finally able to persuade her last prospect to take her
in. On the streets, she was greeted with jeers and calls by the rowdies.
People crossed to the other side of the street and no one would have
anything to do with her for she was an outcast, a disgrace, a "Queer"
to the various members of the community. At the school she received an
unusual welcome, for her arrival was a surprise to many of the students
who had thought the letter on which they had voted to be a perpetration
of some rival school. However, they took it in good spirits and she had
no difficulty with them. Her presence in the class had a remarkable
effect. Although there was the usual disorder and disturbance in her
absence, as before her admission, the most perfect order and quiet
prevailed as long as she was in the classroom. Many of the students
stated that this was the first course of lectures in that college during
which they were able to take full notes.
Her first serious problem was the refusal of the prosector to admit
her to the dissecting rooms, since the professor, Dr. Webster, was away
at the time of her arrival. On Dr. Webster's return she wrote him, ex-
plaining that she had been admitted and had paid her fees as any other
student, and that she was therefore entitled to be admitted to Anatomy.
This won him over and he was always to be a staunch supporter of her
thereafter. During the anatomy lectures and demonstrations, a minor
crisis arose when the time came to discuss the anatomy peculiar to the
female. The professor, accustomed to an all-male audience, liked to
liven up his remarks accordingly, so he therefore requested that she
not attend. However, her reply that she would be glad to sit in the
balcony so that no one would be embarrassed resulted in her being
admitted to the sessions without further difficulty.
At the conclusion of the first year, Elizabeth Blackwell sought about
for a position for the summer of 1848 and was able to secure one of the
internships at Blockley Almshouse in Philadelphia. She had originally
been told by one of the directors that it was impossible to recommend
her because of party politics. However, she made the rounds of all the
directors and thus the next meeting of the directors was marked by the
unusual situation whereby themembers ofboth parties arrived, prepared
to do battle for her. She received the appointment without difficulty.
Blockley was quite a miserable place, affected by politics and graft.
The patients were for the most part the hopelessly poor and other
derelicts of society. The unscrupulous nurses often would steal the wine
and food allotted to the patients and the patients suffered from even the
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lack of these terminal graces. Elizabeth was given a room on the third
floor ward for female luetics, who used to come and peek in upon her.
In this situation, she gained her first inkling of the prevalent, though
unadvertised, problems of morals, fornication, and other evils, problems
to which she gave great consideration in her later life.
While at Blockley that summer there was a deluge of arriving im-
migrants afflicted with typhus, and Elizabeth Blackwell had to work
long and hard to care for them. Consideration of the known causes and
treatment left her with the feeling that what was known wasn't worth
writing about, the results being the same regardless of the treatment
used. She carefully recorded her observations and based her thesis on
these notes. This was an excellent paper which was well received by
both the staffof Blockley Almshouse and the faculty at Geneva College.
When she returned to Geneva for the final term,* Dr. Webster
permitted her to see some of his private patients, a privilege usually
accorded only to exceptional students. This aroused in her the desire
to become a surgeon, and the more she thought of the prospect the
greater her fascination and determination became. We shall see later
whatwas tocomeofthis ambition.
Attheconclusionofthecourse in 1849, Elizabeth Blackwell headed
the listofstudents. However, again there were to be difficulties for some
ofthefacultywereopposedtoconferringthedegree. There was a furious
discussion on the part of the faculty, but, largely due to the efforts of
Dr. Webster, itwas finallydecided that shewould be granted the degree.
By now the town of Geneva had become accustomed to the woman
medical student, and she was no longer greeted with jeers and calls. A
few of the townspeople even condescended to speak with her. However,
when itbecame known thatshewould graduate, agreat thronggathered
to witness the occasion. Elizabeth Blackwell refused to join in the pro-
cession through the town, and instead went with her brother to the
church where the ceremony was to be held.t There President Hale con-
* An interesting event took place during Elizabeth Blackwell's final year at Geneva.
A question under discussion at that time was whether Mississippi should be admitted to
the Union as a slave state or as a free state. The students decided to hold an election to
determine what the opinion of the student body would be. Elizabeth's vote was the last to
be taken and hers decided that the school was in favor of the "Free Soil" stand. The students
were enthusiastic, but it immediately gave rise to argument concerning the right of women
to vote. and of their place in politics.
tThe church referred to is Trinity Episcopal Church in Geneva, New York. The
Church in which Dr. Blackwell received her degree is no longer standing, since it later
burned and has been replaced by a larger cathedral-type stone building. However, the State
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ferred on her the degree of Doctor of Medicine,* and history had been
made. Muchpublicityattended thisevent, and surprisinglymostof itwas
favorable. The news even spread abroad and the occasion was marked
by apoem inPunch.t
Following graduation, Dr. Blackwell decided to go abroad for
further training with the intention of becoming a surgeon. She went to
Paris, then the medical center of the world, where she lived with her
sister Anna who was now a newspaper correspondent and gaining some
fame as a writer. She made a tour of the Paris hospitals but was not
recognized by any of them and was refused admission for study. After a
month of trying, she was forced to admit failure. She consulted Prof.
Louis, then the most famous surgeon in France, who advised her to
enter La Maternite as a student, saying that it was an excellent institu-
tion and that she could get more practical experience there than in other
hospitals. Thus, she enrolled for the three-months' course designed to
train midwives.
As a student at La Maternit6, Dr. Blackwell described her circum-
stances as, "Strict imprisonment, very poor lodging and food, menial ser-
vices, and the loss of three or four nights of sleep every week."
Working hard, she made careful notes of her observations and was per-
of New York has marked the site of the old Trinity Church with a sign which states that
it is the historic spot at which Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman physician, received her
degree on 23 January, 1849.
At present, Hobart College is one of the three remaining colleges which are connected
with the Episcopal Church, the other two being Kenyon College and Trinity College.
As such, the Bishop of the Diocese of Rochester is an ex-officio member of the Board of
Trustees, and the ties with the Church are strong. During the recent war (1941-1945)
the enrollment of the college was small, and, with students being in various stages of
acceleration, several graduations each year took place, with small classes graduating. Under
these circumstances, the graduation ceremonies were again held in the present Trinity
Church, as at the time when Dr. Blackwell graduated.
* All the diplomas having been made out in Latin, there were none available with
the feminine form of Doctor. This was remedied, however, by a young student named
Paret who was later to become a Bishop in the Episcopal Church.
t Blackwell, Elizabeth: Pioneer Work for Women. E. P. Dutton & Co., New York,
1914, pp. 232-234. This poem is quoted in its entirety in the Appendix of this book. The
following portion is quoted here as an illustration of the attitude that it represented.
Young ladies all, of every clime,
Especially of Britain,
Who wholly occupy your time
In novels or in knitting,
Whose highest skill is but to play,
Sing, dance, or French to clack well,
Reflect on the example, pray,
Of excellent Miss Blackwell!
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mitted to be the eleve who accompanied the head nurse on rounds with
the staff. Her knowledge and training were soon apparent and she was
praised by the matrons and teachers, and the students sought her help
in learning the required material. The staff of the school paid no atten-
tion to her pleas that she was a Doctor of Medicine, but insisted that she
continue through the full three-year course when she would be sure to
be the best midwife and instructor that they had ever had.
At this time, a grave accident befell her. One night while caring for
an infant with infectious ophthalmia, she was tired and did not notice
that some of the pus had gotten in her eyes. A long serious illness
followed, during which time the staff and students who had come to
respect and admire her made every effort in her care. She subsequently
recovered,but the illness had cost her the use of one eye and impairment
of sight in the other. With attention drawn to her as a result of her
illness, the other hospitals in Paris agreed to admit her, but Dr. Black-
well's hope of becoming a surgeon were doomed with her eyesight-
now impaired. She took an extensive trip about Europe, seeking treat-
ment for her eyes, but was unsuccessful.
While in Paris, Dr. Blackwell saw a microscope for the first time.
She talked with Claude Bernard and became familiar with some of his
work. She also became aware of the pathological studies of Virchow and
Rokitansky, so that, together with her excellent experiences at La
Maternite, her time in Paris was well spent. She went to England in
1850 where she studied at St. Bartholomew's as a student. While in
London she made the acquaintance of Florence Nightingale, Lady
Byron, and many other distinguished persons.
In July of 1851, Dr. Blackwell returned to America to begin the
practice of medicine. The idea of a woman doctor was still not received
favorably, and she haddifficulty in locating an office. She finally was able
to rent one at 44 University Place in New York City, but she was-not
permitted by the landlord to hang out a "shingle." Beginning a practice
wasmostdifficult. She did have some letters of introduction to practicing
physicians, but it was summer and not many of them were in town.
Horace Greeley's Tribune was religiously read by a large number of
people and an announcement therein that Dr. Blackwell had opened
offices andwas prepared to practice medicine brought her a few patients.
Nevertheless, Dr. Blackwell was not very busy. She had inquired
at several dispensaries as to whether she could associate with one of
them, but she was refused, and advised to open her own. With no
medical associates, her life was a lone one. In particular, when the prob-
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lem arose of asking other physicians to act as consultants, much diplo-
macy and tact were required, for the male doctors were somewhat em-
barrassed at being asked to consult with a woman. Therefore, not being
very busy, in 1852 she contrived to give a series of lectures to a group
of young ladies who met once a week. Her lectures were well received
and were subsequently published as, The Laws of Life-with special
reference to the Physical Education of Girls, her first published work.*
Shehad alsoundertaken somecharitywork in the 11th ward which
was located near the river. Conditions were very poor in this district
and no agencies were providing the necessary medical care, so she
undertook to do whatshe could. Her lonely trips through this neighbor-
hood, particularly at night, were subject to comment by the ttgood"
people, but she did serve a real need, and it was appreciated by her
patients. Impressed by the filth and unsanitary conditions, she instructed
her patients in habits of cleanliness and tried to obtain some improve-
ment in sanitary conditions. Enlisting the aid of some other women,
money was raised through bazaars, fairs, and lectures, so that in 1853
a dispensary was opened for the poor of the 11th ward. This dispensary
was highly successful, but was forced to close after a year, for lack of
funds.
Dr. Blackwell's sister Emily also decided to become a doctor. First
she went to Rush for a year's study, and then she sought admission at a
school where she could earn her degree. She was refused admission at
Geneva,t butfortunately she was accepted atWestern Reserve in Cleve-
land where she received her degree.: Deciding on surgery, Emily then
* Blackwell, Elizabeth: The Laws of Life-with special reference to the Physical
Education of Girls. G. Putnam, New York, (circa) 1852.
tWalsh, James J.: History of Medicine in New York State, National Americana
Society, Inc., New York, 1919; Vol. II; p. 359. Comment is here made on the effect of
Dr. Blackwell's admission to Geneva Medical College. There were 43 graduates in 1847,'
but only 27 the year following her entrance. This may well have been due to other causes,
but the school never did mention having given the degree M.D. to a woman in any of
their subsequent circulars, nor point to the fact with any evidence of pride. She was
listed merely as "E. Blackwell" in the 1848 circular. Since Dr. Blackwell was admitted
more or less as a result of the whimsey of the students, and since her degree was granted
only after a furious controversy among the faculty, it may be presumed that the faculty was
opposed to any further women doctors, and thus the refusal of her sister Emily is
accounted for.
1Waite, Frederick C.: Dr. Lucinda Susannah (Capen) Hall, The First Woman td
receive a Medical Degree from a New England Institution, New England J. Med., 1934,
210, pp. 644-47. Three years after the graduation of Dr. Blackwell (i.e., before June 1852)
twenty women had been graduated in medicine by six medical schoois. 'nIv one or two
of which are still in existence.
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went abroad where she gained excellent training, studying with Sir
James Simpson atSt. Bartholomew's, with Jenner at Children's Hospital
in London, and at La Maternite where she took the midwife course.
Meanwhile, Marie Zakrewska, a young German girl who had been
trained as amidwife, had appeared to consult with Dr. Blackwell. Show-
ing aptitudes and abilities, it had been recommended that she become a
doctor. Teaching her English and giving her the usual pre-medical
preparation, Dr. Blackwell was able to manage Marie's admission to
Western Reserve.
At this time there were medical schools for women in Philadelphia
and Boston, but the instruction given was not complete or competent
and in no way comparable with the training given men.* Confronted
with the problems of Emily and Marie, Dr. Blackwell decided that
there was a definite need for a school for women where adequate
training would be given, and, after that, a hospital in which these
young women doctors could obtain clinical experience. Speaking often
to different groups and telling of the needs,,she enlisted the aid of a
groupofwomen in an effort to obtain funds. All sorts of money-making
projects were fostered and in these Dr. Blackwell played a leading part,
forshe had become an excellentspeaker and a very good saleswoman. A
charter was obtained to open a hospital and dispensary, $40,000 were
raised, abuildingwas located, and the dispensary finally opened in 1857.
By this time Marie and Emily had returned and were able to help
in the final completion of the campaign, both now having completed
their training. The hospital and dispensary opened with Emily as
surgeon,Marieasresident, and Elizabeth asdirector. A trained nurse was
a member of the staff and they started what is said to be the first school
of nursing with four students. There were also facilities for the training
* Norwood, William Frederick: Medical Education in the United States before the
Civil War, University of Pennsylvania Press (London, Humphrey Milford, Oxford Uni-
versity Press), 1944, pp. 407-15. The role of women as midwives is discussed, showing
that their activity as midwives decreased during the second quarter of the nineteenth
century as the number of male practitioners doing obstetrics increased following the
establishment of many medical schools in this country. However, during this same period,
social reforms obtained for women the privileges of a general education, and there was a
movement which resulted in more women entering employment outside of the home.
This gradually became extended to other fields and in 1848 the Female Medical Education
Society in Boston sponsored the opening of the Boston Female Medical School on 1
November, 1848, with a class of twelve students. The Woman's Medical College of
Pennsylvania was established in 1849 as the Female Medical College, and the New York
Medical College and Hospital for Women was later established by the Drs. Blackwell.
The graduation of Dr. Blackwell in 1849 encouraged several women to apply at the
medical schools in Philadelphia. Although they were not accepted, the demand thus
created led to the founding of the Female Medical College in Philadelphia.
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of women doctors as residents. The work of the dispensary flourished
and the New York Infirmary for Women and Children served a very
useful purpose.* This was recognized by the state and city governments,
which gave grants to assist this valuable work, and, as more and more
leading citizens gave the institution their support, it was assured of
success. When the Civil War began, the Infirmary immediately under-
took the training of young ladies as nurses, and many of the nurses thus
trained gained fame and honor in connection with this conflict.
Returning to England for a year in 1858, Dr. Blackwell traveled
widely and spoke often of the role of women in medicine. She was well
received and in 1859 she was accorded the honor of being the first
woman admitted to the British Medical Register.
However, there still was not an adequate medical school for women,
nor hospitals for them to work in. Bellevue and New York hospitals
admitted women, but not so that they could compete with men; the
graduates that were turned out were not well enough trained to do this.
Therefore, through the efforts of Dr. Blackwell, a medical school for
women was opened in 1864. This school was an excellent one and was
the first to give complete training to women. It was the first school to
have a full four-year course. It was the first school to have a chair of
Hygiene and PreventiveMedicine.t Also, theplanofstudy wasdifferent,
progress from section to section being on the basis of examinations
given by an examining board apart from the teaching staff, a plan not
in general use at that time.
Theschoolcontinued to functionsuccessfully until about 1890 when
Cornell Medical School began to admit women on an equal status with
men.: The school was then closed, its purpose having been served.
* All was not smooth sailing, however. As is possible, a young woman with ap-
pendicitis died before the efforts of Emily, Elizabeth, and Marie could save her. The
family was aroused and began to blame the women doctors, and call them incompetent.
Fortunately, they were satisfied when a young male doctor offered to do an autopsy which
absolved them of any blame. At another time, a patient arrived desperately ill and died
soon thereafter. A crowd gathered and threatened to wreck the Infirmary. Bolting the
doors and windows, the three women waited for the onslaught when they noticed that it
was quiet. Looking out, they saw the crowd being addressed by a man whom they
recognized as a former patient. This man and the police were able to persuade the crowd
to follow the correct procedure, and a coroner's inquest was held which again absolved the
Infirmary of any blame.
t The need for such a chair was recognized by Dr. Blackwell as a result of her previous
experiences in Blockley Almshouse, the 11th Ward, and her first dispensary.
t "Medical Education in the United States and Canada," J. Am. Med. Asso., 1946,
131, 1277-94. At the present time, there are women medical students at all of the approved
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Elizabeth Blackwell, while believing that women should have equal
rights with men, was not an extreme feminist who wanted superiority
for women. On the contrary, she still felt that the traditional place of
women in society was proper, but that the opportunity should be avail-
able for those women who so desired to strike out on a basis equal with
men.
Feeling that the pioneer work had been accomplished in America,
Dr. Blackwell went to England in 1869 where she spent the rest of her
life except for a brief visit to America in 1906. There she was active in
the fields of public health, sanitation, medical education for women, the
problems of the control of venereal disease and the white slave traffic,
and themoral education of youth. She spoke widely and published many
treatises. In 1871 she helped form the National Health Society which
had as its motto, "Prevention is better than cure." In 1875 she helped
in the founding of the first school of medicine for women in England
and taught there, holdingthe Chair of Gynecology until impaired health
forced her retirement. The last years ofher life found Dr. Blackwell, and
her sisters Emily and Marion, getting together to care for each other and
to die in Bristol, England, the place whence they came and which they
loved so well.
The other members of the remarkable Blackwell family had also
gained fame.* Henry had married Lucy Stone who helped found the
American Women's Suffrage Association. They, and their daughter
Alice Stone Blackwell, published a well-known journal of feminism,
The Women's Journal, in Boston. Samuel had married Antoinette
Brown, the first woman to become a minister. They had five daughters,
two of whom were trained to be doctors by Emily at the school in New
York. Anna had become a famous writer, and her poetry had been
favorably commented on by Edgar Allan Poe. Emily had been an out-
standing surgeon and physician in New York at the Infirmary for
medical schools, with the exception of three, and also one school for the basic medical
sciences. Of the applicants accepted for admission to medical schools in 1946 twelve per
cent were women. Previously, women had never made up more than six per cent of the
entering classes in the forty years covered by this report.
' Cochrane, Robert: Supplementary Chapter in Pioneer Work for Women by
Elizabeth Blackwell, E. P. Dutton & Co., 1914, pp. 224-226. Robert Cochrane was Editor
of "The English Essayists," "Great Thinkers and Workers," and "Beneficent and Useful
Lives." In this supplementary chapter, he sketches the last thirty years of Dr. Blackwell's
life and work. He also includes further data of interest relative to the other members of
the Blackwell family, particularly Elizabeth's brothers and sisters and their children.
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Women and Children and in connection with the medical school for
women.
The writings of Dr. Blackwell were very popular. The Religion of
Health was translated into French and was incorporated into Essays in
Medical Sociology* which'includes her more important works. The
Human Element in Sext is excellent in its fundamental attitudes.4
One of her last works was Morral Education for the Young.¶ Her last
work, Pioneer Work is especially interesting, since it is a partial auto-
biography.
Many honors were to come to Dr. Blackwell in her life. In 1889,
Miss Elizabeth Blackwell and the Women of Medicine was written and
published by E. M. Mesnard in France. In 1906, William Smith gave
a gift of a large sum of money for the establishment of a coordinate
college for women in connection with Hobart College. In Dr. Black-
well's honor, thefirstdormitory for women was named Blackwell House
with proper ceremony attended by Dr. Emily Blackwell and her niece,
Alice Stone Blackwell.
Dr. Blackwell's work was tremendous, both in its magnitude and
importance. She made no direct contribution to medical science, for
she was primarily a moving force in the sociological evolution of the
medical profession to its present state. Dr. Blackwell was a social
reformer, humanitarian and idealist, and her great contributions were
towards our way of life, our philosophy or our attitudes towards life,
health, education, sanitation, and public health. The ideas that she
preached were not as enthusiastically received as were the discoveries of
vaccines, anesthetics, and antiseptics at that time. Her ideas and sug-
* Blackwell, Elizabeth: Essays in Medical Sociology, Volumes I and II, E. Bell,
London, 1902.
tBlackwell, Elizabeth: The Human Element in Sex (New Edition), J. &. A. Churchill,
London, 1894.
$It is an interesting commentary that, while Dr. Blackwell was carrying on her
vigorous crusade against venereal disease and promiscuity in the last century, it has not
been until the present decade that posters have appeared in public places in England in
connection with campaigns to control these evils.
¶ Blackwell, Elizabeth: Moral Education for the Young, N.P., London, 1879. (An
eighth edition was published in 1913.) This volume was originally called Counsel for
Parents but was rejected by twelve prominent publishers in London because of its
significance and implications. However, Dr. Blackwell finally arranged to have it published,
but at the last minute a group of clergymen obtained the proofs and condemned the
work. Confronting the clergymen, she told them, "If there is anything reprehensible here,
then it's in the minds of those who read, and not in the manuscript." The clergymen
reconsidered and finally agreed to its publication with the change in title. This work was
widely published in several printings, and was translated into several languages.
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gestions seemed to be too simple to be true to most people.* Perhaps it
was that she represented principles which when viewed by themselves
lacked sufficient glamor to be accepted widely. However, with correc-
tion of some of the facts and theories, her papers might well appear
intactin anyofourpresent-day scientific journals because of the accuracy
of the general principles that she stated.
It is hoped that this account of Dr. Blackwell will serve others in
theirconsideration ofthesubjectofwomen in the profession ofmedicine
as physicians, by presenting some of the facts of the first woman doctor,
her background, her personality, and her pioneer work. It is felt that
consideration of the broader social principles of medicine is worthwhile,
and, for that reason, the life and works of Elizabeth Blackwell have
been discussed. Women have now been active in the medical profession
as students, physicians, and educators for a century, and this paper is
offered as a contribution toward consideration of this period of history.
* In despair, she used to say that she and her ideas were a hundred years ahead of her
time. The reader is urged to consult some of Dr. Blackwell's publications for justification
of this statement. The remarks of Robert Cochrane (see note, p. 16) are particularly
appropriate in this respect.
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